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Attorney Docket: 10559-639001 / P12351 

CACHE MEMORY EVICTION POLICY FOR COMBINING 

WRITE TRANSACTIONS 

TECHNICAL FIELD 

This invention relates to cache memory eviction. 

BACKGROUND 

Cache memory is a small block of high-speed memory that is 
typically placed between a data processing unit and a slower 
main memory. When the processing unit needs to access data 
stored in the main memory, it first looks to the cache memory to 
see whether the data is available in the cache. When the 
processing unit first reads data from the main memory, a copy of 
that data is stored in the cache as part of a block of 
information (known as a cache line) that represents consecutive 
locations of main memory. When the processing unit writes data 
to the main memory, the data is stored in the cache. When the 
processing unit subsequently access memory addresses that have 
been accessed previously or nearby addresses, the processing 
unit first checks the cache memory rather than the main memory. 
This approach reduces average memory access time because, when 
data is accessed at an address in the main memory, later 
accesses will likely involve data from within the same block 
(this is the temporal locality principle) . The data written into 
cache memory remains there until certain conditions are met 



Attorney Docket: 10559-639001 / P12351 

(e.g., the cache memory is full), then a cache line is selected 
according to a specified criterion (e.g., the one least recently 
used) and is evicted. 

Data caching is typically not done when input /output (I/O) 
devices write data to main memory because it is unlikely that 
another transaction will involve the same address as the data 
previously written by I/O devices. Therefore, a computer chipset 
that manages data transfers to and from I/O devices typically 
forwards the write data directly to main memory without caching 
the data. 

DESCRIPTION OF DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1 is a schematic circuit diagram. 
FIG. 2 is a schematic diagram. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

Referring to Fig. 1, a computer system 100 includes an I/O 

device 122 that issues write transactions to write data to a 

main memory 106. The data is first sent to a cache line 102 that 

is configured to store, for example, 128 bytes of data 

corresponding to 128 consecutive addresses in the main memory 

106, Four validity bits 114a, 114b, 114c, and 114d are used to 

track four 32-byte portions of cache line 102, referred to as 

storage blocks 112a, 112b, 112c, and 112d, respectively. 

Initially, the validity bits are set to ""^0". When a 32-byte 
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aligned data is written into a storage block, the corresponding 
validity bit is set to ''1''. When the four validity bits that 
correspond to the four storage blocks in a cache line are all 
set to ^'1", an eviction engine 118 evicts the 128 bytes of data 
stored in the cache line by transferring the data to an 
interface bus 130 and clearing the cache line. The four validity 
bits are then set to ^"0". The evicted bytes of data are 
forwarded to a memory controller 104 that writes the bytes of 
data into main memory 106. An advantage of using validity bits 
is that when I/O device 122 writes data in units that are less 
than 128 bytes, it is possible to combine the data written in 
different write transactions and evict a cache line only after 
it is full, reducing the number of eviction operations and 
enhancing system efficiency. 

Cache line 102 is one line of a write cache 110 that is 
part of an I/O hub 108 that manages transactions relating to I/O 
devices. Write cache 110 has, for example, thirty-one other 
cache lines, each of which can store 128 bytes of data, just 
like cache line 102. Each of the cache lines in write cache 110 
has four associated validity bits, with each validity bit 
tracking a 32-byte storage block of the cache line. When bytes 
of data are written into the cache lines, each cache line 
reflects an address 126 where the first byte 124 of data in 
cache line 102 is stored in main memory 106. Address 126 is 
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referred to as the ^^cache line address." All of the bytes of 
data in cache line 102 are stored within a 128-byte segment 120 
in main memory 106. In the description below^ bytes of data are 
said to ^^correspond to the same cache line address" when those 
bytes of data are stored within a 128~byte segment of main 
memory 106 starting from that particular cache line address. The 
bytes of data that correspond to one write transaction are 
together referred to as a ^^write data unit." 

When I/O device 122 writes a new write data unit to write 
cache 110, I/O hub 108 determines whether the new write data 
unit and a cache line in write cache 110 corresponds to the same 
cache line address. This will occur when a write data unit 
previously written into a cache line and the new write data unit 
have addresses that fall within the same 128-byte segment in 
main memory 106. I/O hub 108 then merges the new write data unit 
with the cache line by overwriting portions of the cache line 
with the new write data unit. 

If I/O hub 108 determines that the new write data unit does 
not correspond to the cache line address of any of the cache 
lines in write cache 110, I/O hub 108 reads a 128~byte segment 
of data from main memory 106. Portions of the 128-byte segment 
will have the same addresses as the data in the new write data 
unit. A merge engine 130 merges the 128-byte segment with the 
new write data unit by overwriting portions of the 128-byte 
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segment with the new write data unit. The modified 128-byte 
segment is then written into a cache line in write cache 110. 

Data stored in a cache line is evicted and transferred to 
interface bus 130 when either of the following two conditions 
are met. The first condition is that a new write data unit sent 
from I/O device 122 does not correspond to any cache line 
address of the data currently stored in write cache 110 and the 
cache is full (or if the percentage of cache lines having data 
is above a certain threshold^ e*g., 80%). Because all of the 
data within a cache line correspond to 128 consecutive addresses 
in main memory 106, the new write data cannot be written into 
any of the cache lines without removing some of the data bytes 
already stored there. Then, a cache line is selected according 
to an eviction algorithm, and 128 bytes of data in the selected 
cache line are evicted by eviction engine 118 onto interface bus 
130. An example of the eviction algorithm is the least recently 
used (LRU) eviction algorithm. 

The second condition that triggers eviction of data bytes 
in a cache line is when the four validity bits that correspond 
to the four storage blocks of a cache line are all set to "'1''. 
This condition indicates that the cache line is full. Because it 
is unlikely that the write data sent from I/O device 122 will be 
used by other devices without another agent (e.g., a processor) 
modifying it first, there is little value to keep the data bytes 
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in write cache 110 any longer. Thus, when eviction engine 118 
detects that the four validity bits corresponding to a cache 
line are all set to ^'1"', eviction engine 118 evicts the data 
bytes in that cache line onto interface bus 130. 

The advantage of using validity bits to track portions of 
the cache lines is significant when I/O device 122 issues write 
transactions with write data units that are shorter than the 
cache lines. For example^ I/O device 122 may be configured to 
issue 32-byte write transactions so that when I/O device 122 
writes a sequential 128 bytes of data to main memory 106, I/O 
device 122 issues four 32-byte write transactions. This may 
occur when I/O hub 108 is implemented under a newer platform 
with larger cache line sizes but still needs to be compatible 
with existing Peripheral Component Interface (PCI) cards 
designed for smaller cache line sizes. 

Without using validity bits to track portions of cache 
lines, each time a 32-byte write transaction is issued by I/O 
device 122, I/O hub 108 would have to read a 128-byte segment 
from main memory 106, merge the 128-byte segment with the 32- 
byte write data and write the merged 128-byte segment into a 
cache line, and then evict the cache line. Thus, when I/O device 
122 writes a sequential 128 bytes of data to main memory 106, 
I/O hub 108 will have to read 128-byte segments from main memory 
106 four times, perform the merge operation four times, and 
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evict the cache line four times. By using the validity bits to 
track portions of cache lines, I/O hub 108 has to read a 128- 
byte segment from main memory 106 only once, merge the 32-byte 
write data units into the cache line four times, then evict the 
cache line only once. 

The improved efficiency is significant when interface bus 
130 is a coherent interface that is coupled to additional cache 
memories. A coherent interface is an interface that follows a 
cache coherent protocol, such as the MET (modif ied-exclusive- 
invalid) or MESI (modif ied~exclusive-shared-invalid) protocols. 
Because write cache 110 is coupled to interface bus 130, write 
cache 110 must also follow the cache coherent protocol. When I/O 
hub 108 receives write data from I/O device 122 and writes to a 
cache line, I/O hub 108 must first invalidate that cache line in 
other cache memories (place in the invalid state) , assert 
ownership of the cache line (place in the exclusive state) , then 
subsequently modify the cache line with the write data, and 
place the cache line in the modified state. Without the use of 
validity bits, in order for I/O device 122 to write 128 bytes of 
data to main memory 106, four separate invalidate and four 
separate eviction operations are required. By using the validity 
bits, only one invalidate and one eviction operations are 
required to write the 128 bytes of data. 
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Moreover, use of the validity bits allows cache lines that 
are written in full to be evicted faster than just by using the 
LRU eviction algorithm. This is particular significant for write 
data initiated by I/O devices because I/O devices typically 
write to large contiguous blocks in main memory 106. 

Fig. 2 shows examples of validity bit settings with respect 
to data stored in write cache 110. Initially, all validity bits 
are set to ^^0". A 64-byte write data unit is written into 
storage blocks 202a and 202b. Validity bits 230a and 230b are 
set to "1" because the corresponding storage blocks are written 
p in full in one transaction. Next, a 64-byte write data unit is 

m written into part of storage block 202d, the entire storage 

W block 204a, and part of storage block 204b. Validity bit 231a is 

U ^° validity bits 230d and 231b remain "0" because 

g15 the corresponding storage blocks are not written in full in one 
p transaction. Next, a 48-byte write data unit is written into 

part of storage blocks 204c and 204d. Then another 48-byte data 
is written into part of storage block 204d. Although storage 
block 204d is written in full after the two 48-byte write 
transactions, validity bit 231d remains ^^0" because it was not 
set to "1" during the two 48-byte write transaction. In the 
examples given above, the validity bits corresponding to cache 
lines 210 and 212 are not all set to ^^1", therefore those cache 
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lines will be evicted based on the eviction algorithm^ such as 
the LRU eviction algorithm. 

As another example, a 256-byte write data unit is written 
into storage blocks 206a, 206b, 206c, 206d, 208a, 208b, 208c, 
and 208d. Because 32-byte data units are written into these 
storage blocks, the validity bits 232 and validity bits 233 
corresponding to these storage blocks are set to ''1''. Eviction 
engine 118 monitors the status of the validity bits in each 
cache line. As soon as the validity bits 232 are all set to ^'1", 
eviction engine 118 evicts cache line 214, As soon as the 
validity bits 233 are all set to "'1", eviction engine 118 evicts 
cache line 216. In this example, the cache lines that are fully 
written into do not have to wait for the eviction algorithm to 
determine the time of eviction. This results in more efficient 
use of write cache 110 as well as other components that are used 
to process the data stored in write 110, such as interfaces 130, 
memory controller 104, main memory 106, and CPU 132. 

An advantage of evicting a cache line when the validity 
bits are all set to '"1" is that the LRU algorithm will be used 
more efficiently. For example, assume that validity bits are not 
used and that write cache 110 is full. Assume that a cache line 
218 is the least recently used cache line with storage blocks 
210a and 210b written in full. Assume that I/O device 122 sends 
a write data unit that does not correspond to any cache line 



Attorney Docket: 10559-639001 / P12351 

address of the data currently stored in write cache 110. I/O 
device 122 then sends a 64-byte write data unit that corresponds 
to addresses consecutive to the addresses of data stored in 
blocks 218a and 218b. The LRU algorithm will select cache line 
218 to be evicted before the write cache receives the 64-byte 
write data unit. The 64-byte write data unit will have to be 
evicted in another eviction transaction. If validity bits are 
used and that a cache line is evicted when the validity bits are 
all set to ^^1", cache lines 214 and 216 will be evicted earlier 
than cache line 218. Write cache 110 will not be full when it 
receives the 64-byte write data unit. The 64-byte write data 
unit will be written into storage blocks 210c and 21Gd, and only 
one eviction transaction will be required to evict the data 
stored in storage blocks 210a, 210b, 210c, and 210d. 

It is possible to design write cache 110 so that a validity 
bit tracks a smaller or a larger portion of a cache line. For 
example, a validity bit can be configured to track 8-byte 
portions of a cache line. Under such configuration, sixteen 
validity bits would be required to track the sixteen 8-byte 
portions (storage blocks) of a 12B-byte cache line. In another 
design, a validity bit can be configured to track 64-byte 
portions of a cache line. In this case, two validity bits would 
be required to track the two 64-byte portions of a 128-byte 
cache line. 
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The write cache can be designed to have two modes. In one 
mode, the write cache operates in the same way described 
previously. The cache line is evicted when all four validity 
bits corresponding to a cache line are set to "1". In the other 
mode, the write cache is configured to implement 64-byte cache 
lines. The eviction engine is configured to evict a cache line 
when the two validity bits corresponding to the first two 
storage blocks of the cache line are set to "1". In this way, a 
cache line is evicted as soon as 64 bytes of data are written 
into the first half of a 128-byte cache line. 

Other embodiments are within the scope of the following 
claims. For example, the write cache may be a general purpose 
cache that is used to store both write data and read data. The 
write cache can have any number of cache lines, and the cache 
lines can be of any size. Validity bits can be configured to 
track any size of storage blocks in a cache line. A cache line 
that is least recently used may be evicted when a certain 
percentage, e.g., 80%, of the cache lines in the write cache 
have been written into rather than wait for the entire write 
cache to be full. The I/O hub can be configured to receive data 
from more than one I/O device. Interface bus 130 can be any type 
of coherent interface bus. The I/O device may be a keyboard, a 
mouse, a sound card, a video card, a digital scanner, a digital 
camera, a network card, a modem, or any other type of device 
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that writes data to main memory. Computer system 100 may be any 

data processing system, including multiprocessor systems. 
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